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indication of life surviving at great depth was thus viewed with suspicion; however, unequivocal proof that marine organisms could live at great depth came from a repair, also in 1860, to the cable between Sardinia and Africa, which showed (Milne-Edwards 1861) animal encrustations had taken place at depths of 1200 fathoms (Thomson 1873) .
The challenge to know more about life in the sea had resulted, to a large degree through the efforts of Edward Forbes, in the formation in 1839 of the Dredging Committee of the British Association for the Advancement of Science (Mills 1978 (Mills , 1983 Rice & Wilson 1980) , and their discoveries prompted a new effort in the 1860s to study not just the shallow seas, but the deeper waters west of the British Isles. The Royal Society, as a result of pressure from C. Wyville Thomson and W. B. Carpenter, then Vice-President, persuaded the Admiralty to help by providing suitably equipped ships but in the event the ships provided proved far from ideal. In 1868 H.M.S. Lightning and, in 1869 and 1870, H.M.S. Porcupine were detailed to the task, to explore the depths from the Faeroe Islands to Gibraltar and into the Mediterranean. The results of these voyages are described in Wyville Thomson's classical textbook on oceanography (Thomson 1873) , and were sufficiently exciting to lead the Royal Society again to persuade the Admiralty that a more extensive study of the deep sea was amply justified. The Royal Society Circumnavigation Committee was formed and the year 1872 saw the commencement of the four-year expedition around the world of H.M.S.
Challenger.
The work in the Rockall Channel on the Lightning and Porcupine had done much to formulate ideas for the Challenger Expedition, not only in biology, but in physics, chemistry and geology. Carpenter had been particularly excited by the fact that between Scotland and Faeroe, water at a depth of about 400 fathoms differed in temperature over a few miles by as much as 10°C. Knowledge of the driving forces of ocean currents was still in its infancy, the respective roles of wind and density unclear, but to his hypothesis of the importance of density driven circulation, the 'cold wall' between Scotland and Faeroe was very real as was its effect on the fauna. The cause was not finally confirmed until, in 1880 on a voyage of H.M.S. Knight Errant, the existence of the Wyville-Thomson Ridge separating the warm and cold areas (Deacon 1977 ) was finally established.
The subsequent voyage of H.M.S. Triton in 1882 made it possible to extend the dredging and delineate the ridge more clearly. It also provided an opportunity for a field study in the deeper water west of Barra of the pressure effects on deep sea thermometers to amplify Tait's (1882) laboratory studies. However, with the death of Wyville Thomson and preoccupation of the scientists with working up the Challenger material, the 1882 voyage of H.M.S. Triton sadly marked the end of an era of fruitful co-operation between the Admiralty and the scientific community, which was not re-established until well into the twentieth century.
Twentieth century exploration in the Rockall Channel came to depend on international co-operation which had already started in the late nineteenth century in the Norwegian Sea (Helland-Hansen & Nansen 1909) . The cruise of the Michael Sars in 1910 (Murray & Hjort 1912) and subsequent cruises of the Frithjof, Fram and Armauer Hansen, laid the foundations of our knowledge of the physical oceanography of the Rockall Channel (Helland-Hansen & Nansen 1926).
In the years following the First World War, co-operative studies under the umbrella of the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea developed. During the International Geophysical Year in 1957, extensive studies were conducted on the Polar Front to the west of Rockall. Nevertheless, and surprisingly, perhaps, the Rockall Channel remained a scantily explored region in spite of its importance to northwest European shelf waters.
The potential of the Rockall Channel for deep-sea studies was clearly seen in the opening of the Dunstaffnage Marine Research Laboratory at Oban in 1968. With the deep sea within a few hours' steaming, seasonal studies both of physical and biological events became practicable and the processes of the shelf edge, long recognised in the transition from oceanic to neritic regimes, became relatively easily accessible to study.
The credit that the Natural Environment Research Council deserves through providing ship-time and supporting the research in their component and grantaided institutes and the universities will be evident in these contributions. The papers in this Symposium volume will show how our knowledge of the region has grown within the last twenty-five years to an extent that the Rockall Channel is now one of the better known parts of the ocean. Nevertheless, I am sure they also demonstrate that the region has much to offer as a laboratory in which we can study many of the basic processes of the ocean which have a far reaching global relevance.
